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Many naturally occurring Arabidopsis (Arabidopsis thaliana) are very late flowering, unless flowering is promoted by a prolonged
period of cold (e.g. winter) known as vernalization. In these winter-annual strains, flowering prior to winter is blocked by the
synergistic interaction of FRIGIDA (FRI) and FLOWERING LOCUS C (FLC). FLC acts as a strong floral inhibitor, and FRI is
required for high levels of FLC expression. Vernalization, in turn, leads to an epigenetic down-regulation of FLC expression.
Most rapid-cycling Arabidopsis carry loss-of-function mutations in FRI, leading to low levels of FLC and rapid flowering in the
absence of vernalization. Recent work has shown that FRI acts as a scaffolding protein for the assembly of a FRI complex (FRI-C)
that includes both general transcription and chromatin-modifying factors, as well as FRI-specific components such as FRI-LIKE1,
FRI ESSENTIAL1 (FES1), SUPPRESSOR OF FRI4 (SUF4), and FLC EXPRESSOR (FLX). Here, we show that FLX-LIKE4 (FLX4) is
anovel component of the FRI-C and is essential for the activation of FLC by FRI. Both FLX and FLX4 contain leucine zipper domains
that facilitate interaction with FRI. In addition, FLX and FLX4 interact with each other and show synergistic transcription activation
activity. Interestingly, we show that FLX, FLX4, FES1, and SUF4 are required for basal levels of FLC expression in the absence of FRI.
Thus, components of the FRI-C play a role in the regulation of FLC expression in both FRI-containing winter annuals, as well as

fri-null rapid-cycling strains.

Arabidopsis (Arabidopsis thaliana) is an important
model for the study of flowering-time regulation. Most
naturally occurring Arabidopsis accessions can be di-
vided into two categories based on the need for a pro-
longed period of cold exposure, known as vernalization,
to promote early flowering. Rapid-cycling types, in-
cluding most laboratory strains, flower rapidly without
vernalization, whereas flowering is strongly delayed in
the absence of vernalization in winter-annual acces-
sions. Winter annuals are thus well suited to temperate
climates, where flowering is inhibited until the vernal-
izing cold temperatures of winter have passed. Early
studies revealed that two genes, FRIGIDA (FRI) and
FLOWERING LOCUS C (FLC), confer the winter-annual
habitin Arabidopsis (Napp-Zinn, 1987; Burnetal., 1993;
Clarke and Dean, 1994; Koornneef et al., 1994; Lee et al.,
1994). FRI is a coiled-coil domain-containing protein
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(Johanson et al., 2000), and FLC is a MADS-box tran-
scription factor that acts as a potent floral repressor
(Michaels and Amasino, 1999; Sheldon et al., 1999). In
winter annuals, FRI activates FLC expression (Michaels
and Amasino, 2001); in turn, FLC represses the expres-
sion of downstream floral promoters, such as SUP-
PRESSOR OF OVEREXPRESSION OF CONSTANSI,
FLOWERING LOCUS T (FT), and TWIN SISTER OF FT
(Borner et al., 2000; Lee et al., 2000; Samach et al., 2000;
Hepworth et al., 2002; Michaels et al., 2005). In contrast
to winter annuals, most rapid-cycling accessions con-
tain naturally occurring loss-of-function alleles of fri.
Therefore, FLC expression is low, allowing the plants to
flower rapidly. Mutant screens conducted in rapid-cycling
strains have identified a group of genes, known col-
lectively as the autonomous floral promotion pathway,
that are required for the repression of FLC. Similar to
FRI-containing winter annuals, recessive autonomous
pathway mutants have elevated levels of FLC expres-
sion and are late flowering.

The late-flowering phenotype of naturally occurring
winter annuals or autonomous pathway mutants is
suppressed by vernalization, which results in a mitoti-
cally stable epigenetic repression of FLC expression
(Michaels and Amasino, 1999; Sheldon et al., 1999).
Vernalization results in the deposition of repressive
histone modifications, such as histone 3 Lys 27 trime-
thylation (H3K27me3), at FLC chromatin (Bastow et al.,
2004; Sung and Amasino, 2004; Finnegan and Dennis,
2007). Homologs of the Drosophila melanogaster Polycomb
Repressive Complex2 (PRC2) and PRC1 have been impli-
cated in the vernalization-triggered chromatin remodeling
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of the FLC locus. The deposition of H3K27me3 requires a
PRC2-like complex containing the Suppressor of Zestel2
homolog VERNALIZATION2, the histone methyltrans-
ferases CURLY LEAF and SWINGER, the Extra Sex
Combs homolog FERTILIZATION INDEPENDENT
ENDOSPERM, and the p55 homolog MULTICOPY
SUPPRESSOR OF IRA1 (Wood et al., 2006; De Lucia
etal., 2008). In addition to the core PRC2 complex, three
Plant Homeodomain finger proteins, VERNALIZATION
INSENSITIVE3 (VIN3), VERNALIZATIONS5 (VRNG5)/
VIN3-Likel, and (VRN5/VIN3)-Likel/VIN3-LIKE2, as
well as the Arabidopsis homolog of HETEROCHRO-
MATIN PROTEIN1 (HP1), LIKE HP1, are also required
for establishing and maintaining repressive FLC chro-
matin (Sung and Amasino, 2004; Mylne et al., 2006; Sung
et al., 2006a, 2006b; Greb et al., 2007; Turck et al., 2007;
De Lucia et al., 2008). Recently, it has been shown that
long noncoding RNAs are also involved in vernalization
response (Swiezewski et al., 2009; Heo and Sung, 2011).
Orne long noncoding RNA, COLD ASSISTED INTRONIC
NONCODING RNA, is transcribed from the first intron of
FLC upon cold treatment and targets PRC2 activity to the
FLC chromatin, which is vital for the maintenance of FLC
repression by vernalization (Heo and Sung, 2011).

Genetic screens have identified a large number of
genes required for the up-regulation of FLC by FRL
These can be divided into two groups based on the
presence or absence of phenotypes in addition to flow-
ering time. Mutations in the first-group genes lead to
pleiotropic phenotypes, suggesting that their functions
are not limited to FLC regulation. Many of these genes
encode proteins that have, or are predicted to have,
chromatin-associated functions (Kim and Sung, 2012).
These include components of several complexes that
incorporate activating histone modifications at target
loci. A histone H2B monoubiquitination complex (Cao
et al., 2008; Xu et al., 2008; Gu et al., 2009), an RNA
polymerase Il-associated factor 1 complex (Zhang and
van Nocker, 2002; He et al., 2004; Oh et al., 2004; Park
et al., 2010; Yu and Michaels, 2010), and a Complex
Proteins Associated with Setl-like complex promote
activating H3K4 and H3K36 methylation at FLC (Jiang
et al., 2009, 2011). In addition to histone modification,
the incorporation of histone variants, such as the sub-
stitution of H2A by H2A.Z, catalyzed by the SWI2/
SNF2-RELATED1/SNF2-RELATED CBP ACTIVATOR
PROTEIN complex, is also important for the regulation of
FLC (Deal et al., 2007; March-Diaz et al., 2008; March-
Diaz and Reyes, 2009).

The second group of genes implicated in the activa-
tion of FLC by FRI is often considered to act in a
FRI-specific pathway, based on the fact that the phe-
notypes of these mutants are largely limited to flower-
ing. These include the FRI homolog FRI-LIKE1 (FRL1),
the zinc finger-containing proteins FRI ESSENTIAL1
(FES1) and SUPPRESSOR OF FRI4 (SUF4), and FLC
EXPRESSOR (FLX), which contains a leucine zipper
(Schmitz et al., 2005; Kim et al., 2006; Kim and
Michaels, 2006; Andersson et al., 2008; Crevillén and
Dean, 2011; Kim and Sung, 2012). It has been hypothesized
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that these proteins form a FRI transcription activator
complex (FRI-C), with FRI acting as a scaffold to re-
cruit the DNA-binding protein SUF4, the transactivating
proteins FLX and FES1, and chromatin-modifying com-
plexes to FLC chromatin (Choi et al., 2011).

Here, we report the identification of a new gene in the
FRI-specific pathway. FLX-LIKE4 (FLX4) shows limited
sequence similarity to FLX and, like FLX, is required for
the up-regulation of FLC by FRI. We show that FLX4
physically interacts with FRI and FLX through distinct
domains and that FLX and FLX4 show a synergistic
enhancement of transcriptional activation. We also
show that most genes of the FRI-C act to promote FLC
expression, even in the absence of FRI. This suggests
that genes such as FLX4, FLX, SUF4, and FES1 play
a role in establishing basal levels of FLC expression
in both winter-annual and rapid-cycling strains of
Arabidopsis.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
FLX4 Is Required for FRI-Mediated Late Flowering

To identify additional genes required for FRI-mediated
late flowering, we conducted a transfer DNA (T-DNA)-
insertional mutant screen in a late-flowering background
containing an active allele of FRI in the ecotype Columbia
(Col-0) background (FRI-Col). We identified three allelic
early-flowering mutants in the T2 (Fig. 1, A and B). Re-
covery of T-DNA flanking sequences revealed that two
of the mutants (flx4-1 and flx4-2) have T-DNA insertions
in At5¢61920, FLX4 (Fig. 1C). Sequencing of FLX4 from
flx4-3 showed that it contains a small deletion in the open
reading frame (discussed below). FLX4 has previously
been identified as an FLX-related gene (Choi et al., 2011),
but its role in the regulation of flowering time has not yet
been characterized. As expected from the T-DNA inser-
tions, flx4-1 and flx4-2 showed a strong reduction in
Atbg61920 transcript levels, whereas flx4-3 levels were
similar to the wild type (Fig. 1D). To ensure that the
lesions in FLX4 are responsible for the early-flowering
phenotype, flx4 mutants were transformed with either a
genomic FLX4 clone, a clone containing the native pro-
moter driving expression of the complementary DNA
(cDNA), or the cDNA driven by the constitutive 355
promoter. All constructs were able to fully restore the late-
flowering phenotype of FRI fIx4 (Fig. 2, A-C). FLX4 be-
longs to a group of four proteins, including AT3G14750,
AT1G55170, and AT1G67170, that share limited sequence
similarity to FLX (Supplemental Fig. S1A; Choi et al.,
2011). FLX4 contains a predicted coiled-coil domain as
well as six conserved Leu residues in the amino terminal
half of the protein that may function as a leucine zipper
(Supplemental Fig. S1A). Similar to FLC, FLX4 is most
highly expressed in the shoot apex and shows nuclear
localization (Figs. 1, E and F, and 2D). Together, these
data indicate that the detected mutations in FLX4 are
responsible for the early-flowering phenotype of flx4
mutants.
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FRI acts to delay flowering through the up-regulation
of the floral repressor FLC. To determine if FLX4 is
required for the expression of FRI and/or FLC, we
checked their expression levels by quantitative reverse
transcription (qQRT)-PCR (Fig. 3, A and B). FLC levels
were strongly reduced in flx4 mutants, but FRI levels
were not significantly different from the FRI-Col parent.
To further investigate the effect of FLX4 on gene ex-
pression, we performed a microarray experiment com-
paring the wild type (FRI FLX4) to an flx4 mutant (FRI
flx4-1). We found that FLX4 is required for the proper
expression of a relatively small number of genes. Forty-
six genes showed a greater than 2-fold change in ex-
pression with a P value < 0.05 (Supplemental Table S1).
Of these, the largest change in expression was observed
for FLC (approximately 70-fold reduction). We also used
microarrays to examine the expression of FLX4-regulated
genes in response to mutations in fri. If FLX4 acts in
conjunction with FRI to regulate FLC, one would predict
that there would be significant overlap between FLX4-
regulated genes and those regulated by FRI. This is the
case. Of the 46 genes regulated by FLX4, 71% (33 genes)
also showed a statistically significant (P < 0.05) change in
expression in fri mutants (Supplemental Table S1), indi-
cating that FRI and FLX4 have closely related functions in
gene regulation.

The above results show that both FRI and FLX4 are
required for the up-regulation of FLC; loss-of-function
mutations in either gene result in a similar reduction
in FLC expression and an early-flowering phenotype.
In the presence of FRI, FLC chromatin is enriched in
H3K4me3 and H3K36me3 and is highly expressed. In
Col-0 (fri), by contrast, H3K4me3 and H3K36me3 are
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strongly reduced, and FLC expression is repressed by
PRC2-mediated H3K27me3 (Fig. 3, C and D; Supplemental
Fig. 52; Kim and Sung, 2012). In FRI flx4 plants, we also
observe a reduction in H3K4me3/H3K36me3 and a
strong increase in H3K27me3 (Fig. 3D; Supplemental
Fig. S2). Although these experiments do not implicate
FLX4 directly in chromatin remodeling, the observation
that loss-of-function mutations in fri or flx4 result in
similar changes in chromatin structure is consistent with
the model that these two genes act in the same complex
(i.e. FRI-C).

Recessive loss-of-function mutations in genes of the
autonomous floral promotion pathway lead to high
levels of FLC expression and delayed flowering in rapid-
cycling backgrounds that lack active alleles of FRI. To
determine if FLX4 is also required for the up-regulation
of FLC in autonomous pathway mutants, we created
double mutants between fIx4 and various autonomous
pathway mutants. The photoperiod pathway mutants
gigantea and constans mutants were included as controls,
as their late-flowering phenotypes are not dependent
on FLC. Autonomous pathway mutants can be grouped
into two categories based on flowering time. fca, flow-
ering locus d (fld), fpa, and luminidependens (Id) show a
stronger late-flowering phenotype than flowering locus
k (flk), foe, and fy (Fig. 2, E and F; Veley and Michaels,
2008). Interestingly, the fIx4-1 mutation had little effect
on flowering time for fca, fld, fpa, or Id but partially
suppressed the late-flowering phenotype of flk, fve,
and fy. Thus, it appears that FLX4 plays a limited role in
the activation of FLC expression in autonomous path-
way mutant backgrounds. fIx4 is similar to other FRI-
suppressor mutations, such as frl1, fes1, and suf4, in that
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Figure 2. Molecular complementation and interaction of FLX4 with
the autonomous floral promotion pathway. A to C, FLX4 constructs
rescue the early-flowering phenotype of FRI flx4 mutants. Total leaf
number of FRI flx4 T1 plants transformed with a genomic FLX4 con-
struct (A), a construct containing the FLX4 cDNA driven by the FLX4
promoter (B), and 355:FLX4 (C). The asterisks and horizontal bars
indicate the flowering time of the FRI flx4 parent and FRI-Col, re-
spectively. D, Reverse transcription-PCR analysis of FLX4 and FLC
mRNA expression in various tissues. E, Flowering time of the indicated
genotypes without (black bars) or with fIx4 mutations (white bars).
F, FLC expression as determined by qRT-PCR for the indicated geno-
types without (black bars) or with flx4 mutations (white bars). Error
bars = 1 sp (E and F).

mutations strongly suppress the late-flowering pheno-
type of FRI but have weaker effects on autonomous
pathway mutants. The level of suppression observed
in autonomous pathway mutants varies. For example,
frll and fes1 mutations show little or no effect on the
autonomous pathway mutants tested (Michaels et al.,
2004; Schmitz et al., 2005), whereas suf4 mutants show a
stronger suppression of the late-flowering phenotype
(Kim et al., 2006; Kim and Michaels, 2006).
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FLX4 Physically Interacts with Both FRI and FLX

It has been proposed that FRI may act as a molecular
scaffold to recruit FLC activators, including FRL1, FES1,
SUF4, and FLX, to the FLC locus (Choi et al., 2011). In
addition to FLX, it has been shown that the FLX-like
genes AT3G14750, AT1G55170, AT1G67170, and FLX4
can interact with FRI in yeast (Saccharomyces cerevisiae)
two-hybrid (Y2H) assays (Choi et al., 2011). Consistent
with this result, we also found that FRI and FLX4
interact in Y2H assays (Fig. 4A). We also deter-
mined whether this interaction occurs in plants. First,
we transiently coexpressed epitope-tagged FLX4
(HEMAGGLUTININ [HA]::FLX4) with either FRI
(MYC::FRI) or LONG HYPOCOTYL IN FAR-RED
(HFR1; MYC::HFR1, negative control) in tobacco
(Nicotiana tabacum) leaves. HA::FLX4 coimmunopreci-
pitated using an anti-MYC antibody when coexpressed
with MYC::FRI but not when coexpressed with the
MYC::HFR1 negative control (Fig. 4B). Second, we used
bimolecular fluorescence complementation to deter-
mine if FRI and FLX4 interact in Arabidopsis proto-
plasts. When FLX4 and FRI were fused to the C-terminal
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Figure 3. FLX4 promotes FLC expression and activating histone
modifications at the FLC locus. A and B, qRT-PCR analysis of FLC (A)
and FRI (B) mRNA levels. Error bars = 1 sb. C, Drawing of the FLC
locus. Thick lines represent exons, and numbered lines indicate frag-
ments amplified in ChIP-quantitative PCR analysis. D, Analysis of
histone modifications by ChIP-qPCR. sps are shown in Supplemental
Figure S2.
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Figure 4. FLX4 interacts with FRI in yeast and in plants. A, FLX4 in-
teracts with both FRI and itself in Y2H assays. The bait and prey
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interaction is indicated by growth in the absence of His (~His) and/or
adenine (-Ade). B, FLX4 protein coimmunoprecipitates with FRI when
transiently expressed in tobacco. Binding is eliminated by the flx4-3
mutation. C, FLX4 interacts with FRI and FLX in bimolecular fluores-
cence complementation assays in Arabidopsis protoplasts. Bars =
10 wm.

YELLOW FLUORESCENT PROTEIN (cYFP) and
N-terminal (nYFP) portions of YFP, fluorescence was
observed, indicating an interaction (Fig. 4C). Fluores-
cence was not observed when FLX4::cYFP or FRI::nYFP
were cotransformed with the corresponding control
plasmid. Thus, FRI and FLX4 can interact in plant cells.

In our Y2H assays, we also noticed FLX4 can interact
with itself (Fig. 4A). This led us to determine if FLX4 can
interact with other FLX-related proteins. In yeast, we
found that FLX4 can interact with FLX but not with
AT3G14750, AT1G55170, or AT1G67170 (Fig. 5A;
Supplemental Fig. S3). Consistent with these interac-
tions, both FLX and FLX4 are required for FRI activity
(Andersson et al., 2008; Fig. 1), whereas mutations in
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AT3G14750, AT1G55170, or AT1G67170 do not affect
flowering time (Choi et al., 2011). Similar to the experi-
ments described above for the FLX4-FRI interaction,
we found that FLX4 and FLX were able to physically
interact in both coimmunoprecipitation assays using
transient expression in tobacco leaves and in bimolec-
ular fluorescence complementation assays in Arabi-
dopsis protoplasts (Figs. 4C and 5B). Thus, FLX4 can
physically interact with both FRI and FLX4 in plant
cells. We did not detect interactions, however, between
FLX4 and other proteins required for FRI activity, such
as FRL1, FES1, or SUF4 (Supplemental Fig. 54).

A Putative FLX4 Leucine Zipper Is Required for Interaction
with FRI But Is Dispensable for Interaction with FLX

FLX4 and its homologs contain conserved Leu residues
that may constitute a leucine zipper (Fig. 5C; Supplemental
Fig. S1). These domains often function in mediating
protein-protein interactions and typically feature Leu
residues separated by six amino acids (e.g. L-X6-L-X6-L,
where X = any amino acid). The fIx4-3 lesion affects a
12-bp region, where 6 bp have been deleted and others
have been substituted, resulting in the deletion of two
amino acids and the substitution of three others, in-
cluding a Leu that is absolutely conserved among
FLX-related proteins (Supplemental Fig. S1). FLX4
mRNA levels in the flx4-3 mutant are similar to the
wild type (Fig. 1D), suggesting that the defect in this
allele may be due to compromised protein function
rather than transcription. To determine if the flx4-3
lesion might disrupt the ability of FLX4 to interact with
other proteins that are essential for activation of FLC,
we tested the ability of the FLX4-3 protein to interact
with FRI and FLX in plants. Interestingly, the flx4-3
lesion eliminated the interaction with FRI but had no
effect on the interaction with FLX (Figs. 4B and 5B).

To further investigate the role of the putative leucine
zipper in the function of FLX4, we used site-directed
mutagenesis to change three conserved Leu residues
to Ser in FLX4 (L67S, L74S, and L81S, referred to as
FLX4-3L; Fig. 5C). Consistent with the result with
FLX4-3, FLX4-3L also failed to interact with FRI in yeast
(Fig. 5D). Interestingly, the FLX4-3L mutant still inter-
acted with itself. Thus, the self-interaction of FL.X4 can
occur even when these conserved Leu residues are ab-
sent in both the bait and prey constructs. This led us to
investigate whether the putative leucine zipper is also
important for the interactions of FLX. We used site-
directed mutagenesis to mutate the corresponding Leu
residues to Ser in FLX (L53S, L60S, and L67S, referred to
as FLX-3L; Supplemental Fig. S1). Similar to FLX4-3L,
FLX-3L is still able to self-interact (Fig. 5D). In addition,
the interaction between FLX and FLX4 was unaffected
by the Leu mutations. The interaction between FLX and
FRI, however, was weakened in FLX-3L (Fig. 5D). Thus,
the putative leucine zippers of FLX and FLX4 are dis-
pensable for self-interactions or interactions with each
other. By contrast, these conserved Leu residues are
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Figure 5. FLX4 and FLX physically interact and synergistically promote
transcriptional activation. A, FLX4 interacts with FLX in Y2H assays.
B, FLX4 protein coimmunoprecipitates with FLX when transiently
expressed in tobacco. Binding is unaffected by the flx4-3 mutation.
C, FLX4 protein sequence in the region affected by the fIx4-3 mutation.
Conserved Leu residues in the putative leucine zipper are marked by
asterisks. Substituted amino acids are underlined. D, Y2H analysis of
mutations in three conserved Leu residues in FLX4 (FLX4-3L) and FLX
(FLX-3L). FLX4-3L and FLX-3L still interact with each other, but the
interaction of FLX4-3 with FRI is eliminated and the interaction be-
tween FLX-3L and FRI is weakened (lack of growth on -L-T-Ade). E, FLX4
and FLX synergistically promote transcription activation. F, Addition of a
repressor domain converts FLX4 from an FLC promoter to an inhibitor.
Total leaf number of T1 plants transformed with 355::FLX4 (black bars)
or 355:FLX4::RD (white bars). The flowering time of the untransformed
FRI-Col parent is indicated by a horizontal bar. G and H, Reduced FLC
expression as determined by qRT-PCR (G) and early-flowering phenotype
(H) of T2 plants transformed with 35S::FLX4::RD. I, Endogenous FLX4
levels are unaffected by expression of the 35S::FLX4::RD transgene. Error
bars = 1 sp. [See online article for color version of this figure.]
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essential for the interaction between FLX4 and FRI and
facultative for the interaction between FLX and FRI. In
these experiments, we focused on three Leu residues
that are absolutely conserved among FLX family mem-
bers and have canonical L-X6-L-X6-L spacing. It should
be noted, however, that several additional Leu resi-
dues are conserved between FLX4 and FLX and may
contribute to the weak interaction between FLX-3L and
FRI (Supplemental Fig. S1).

The FLX4/FLX Module May Provide Transcription
Activation Activity to the FRI Complex

Previous work has shown that FLX can activate
transcription in yeast (Choi et al., 2011), suggesting that
FLX may provide transcription activation activity to the
FRI-C. To further investigate the transcription activa-
tion potential of FLX4 and FLX, we expressed each
protein fused to the DNA binding domain (BD) of
GALACTOSE4 (GALA4) in yeast. In the case of FLX4,
we saw no activation of the His or Ade reporter genes,
as evidenced by the lack of growth on —His and —Ade
media (BD-FLX4 + activation domain [AD] vector;
Fig. 4A). For FLX, we observed growth on —His but
not —Ade media, indicating that BD-FLX was able to
activate expression of the His reporter gene but not the
Ade reporter (BD-FLX + AD vector; Fig. 5A). This is
consistent with our general experience that greater tran-
scriptional activation activity is required to activate the
Ade reporter than the His reporter. Thus, when tested
individually, FLX shows moderate transcriptional acti-
vation, whereas no activation was detected with FLX4.

Given the moderate transcription activation activity
of FLX alone, we wondered how the physical interaction
with FLX4 might affect the activity of FLX. The tran-
scription activation activity of FLX or FLX4 is insulffi-
cient to activate expression of the Ade reporter gene
(Fig. 5E). To test if FLX and FLX4 might have a syner-
gistic effect on transcription activation, we coexpressed
BD-FLX4 with an untagged FLX. This line, in which
neither protein is fused to the GAL4 activation domain,
showed robust growth on —Ade media (Fig. 5E). Thus,
FLX and FLX4 do show a synergistic effect on tran-
scription activation. This suggests that FLX and FLX4
may form a module that provides transcription activa-
tion activity to the FRI complex.

The observation that FLX alone can activate tran-
scription in yeast suggests that the FRI-C might retain
partial transcription activation activity in the absence of
FLX4. Our data, however, shows that loss of FLX4 re-
sults in a complete loss of FRI activity (Figs. 1, A and B,
and 3, A and B). Thus, the effect of flx4 mutations on
flowering time cannot be explained solely in terms of
FLX4's synergistic effect with FLX on transcription ac-
tivation. Itis possible that FLX4 may have addition roles
that are required for the structural stability or bio-
chemical activity of the FRI-C.

To further test the model that the FLX and FLX4 play a
role in the transcriptional activation of FLC by the FRI
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complex, we attempted to convert FLX4 into a tran-
scriptional repressor using Chimeric Repressor Gene
Silencing Technology. In this approach, a transcriptional
activator is fused to a 12-amino acid (LDLDLELRLGFA)
ERF-associated amphiphilic repression (EAR) motif re-
pression domain (SRDX). Chimeric Repressor Gene
Silencing Technology has successfully been applied in
a number of cases to create transcription factor-SRDX
fusions that act to repress the expression of genes that
are normally activated by the native transcription factor
(Hiratsu et al., 2003; Fuijita et al., 2005; Takase et al., 2007;
Koo et al., 2010). Constructs containing FLX4 alone or
fused to the repressor domain (FLX4::RD) were trans-
formed into FRI-Col plants. In this background, the FRI
complex activates FLC expression, leading to a late-
flowering phenotype. The majority of T1 transformants
containing FLX4 alone showed a late-flowering pheno-
type similar to the FRI-Col parent (Fig. 5F). By contrast,
most FLX4::RD transformants flowered much earlier
than FRI. We examined FLC expression in four FLX4:RD
lines and found that rapid flowering was correlated with
reduced FLC expression (Fig. 5, G and H). Thus, the ad-
dition of the SRDX repressor domain to FLX4 is sufficient
to repress FLC expression. To ensure that the rapid-
flowering phenotype of FLX4::RD plants was not due
to suppression of endogenous FLX4 expression, we
tested expression of the native copy of FLX4 and
found it to be similar in FRI-Col and early-flowering
T2 plants (Fig. 5I).

FRI Complex Components Promote FLC Expression in the
Absence of FRI

Loss-of-function mutations in FRL1, FES1, SUF4,
FLX, and now FLX4 strongly suppress FLC expres-
sion in FRI-containing backgrounds but lack additional
pleiotropic phenotypes. For this reason, these genes
are though to act in a FRI-specific pathway. To deter-
mine if these genes play any role in the regulation of
flowering time and /or FLC expression in the absence of
FRI, we examined frl1, fes1, suf4, flx, and flx4 in Col-0,
which contains a naturally occurring null allele of fri.
With regard to flowering time, there was no significant
difference between the wild type and any of the mutants
in either long or short days (Fig. 6A). Interestingly,
however, FLC expression was significantly reduced in
fes1, suf4, flx, and flx4 (P < 0.01; Fig. 6B). For frl1, we
observed a modest, but reproducible (P < 0.05), increase
in FLC expression (Fig. 6B). Thus, it appears that most
genes in the FRI-specific pathway (FES1, SUF4, FLX,
and FLX4) play a role in the activation of FLC, even in
the absence of FRI, whereas FRLI may play a minor
role in FLC repression.

In late-flowering winter-annual Arabidopsis, FLC
expression is up-regulated by the FRI complex, which
causes increased H3K4me3/H3K36me3 and decreased
H3K27me3 at the FLC locus. In the absence of FRI
(e.g. wild-type Col-0), H3K4me3/H3K36me3 is re-
duced and H3K27me3 is increased, leading to lower
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Figure 6. FRI-independent promotion of FLC expression by FLX4, FLX,
FES1, and SUF4. A, Flowering time of FRI pathway mutants in Col-0
(fri) under short (black bars) or long days (white bars). B, FLC ex-
pression as determined by qRT-PCR. Error bars = 1 sp (A and B).
C, Analysis of histone modifications by ChIP-qPCR. sbs are shown in
Supplemental Figure S5.

levels of FLC expression (Fig. 3C; Kim and Sung,
2012). The further reduction in FLC expression ob-
served in fes1, suf4, flx, and flx4 mutants in the Col-0
background suggests that these genes may act to pro-
mote H3K4me3/H3K36me3, repress H3K27me3, or
both, even in the absence of FRI. In general, we found
that fes1, suf4, flx, and flx4 had a larger effect on
H3K4me3 and H3K36me3 than on H3K27me3 (Fig. 6C;
Supplemental Fig. S5). suf4, for example, showed the
lowest levels of FLC expression (Fig. 6B) and showed a
clear decrease in H3K4me3 and H3K36me3 at FLC,
particularly in the first exon and the beginning of the first
intron. H3K27me3, by contrast, showed no significant
difference between suf4 and Col-0 (Fig. 6C). These results
suggest that the reduction in FLC expression in fes1, suf4,
flx, and flx4 mutants in the Col-0 background is pri-
marily due to a reduction in activating histone modifi-
cations rather than an increase in repressive H3K27me3.
Interestingly, frl1 mutants showed a strong increase in
H3K36me3 that may account for the slight increase in
FLC expression (Fig. 6C).

CONCLUSION

Some two decades after the genetic mapping of the
FRI locus in Arabidopsis, we are developing a detailed
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molecular understanding of the role of this important
determinant of the flowering habit. The FRI protein acts
as a scaffold for the assembly of DNA-binding proteins,
chromatin remodelers, and transcriptional activators
that are essential for the activation of FLC expression in
winter-annual Arabidopsis. Our work has shown that
FLX4, an FLX homolog, is a novel component of the
FRI-C. In addition to physically interacting with FRI,
FLX4 also interacts with FLX. Both FLX4 and FLX share
a conserved leucine zipper domain, which facilitates
their interaction with FRI, but is dispensable for their
interaction with each other. Previous work has shown
that FLX may provide transcription activation to the
FRI complex. Interestingly, we find that, together, FLX
and FLX4 have greater transcription activation potential
than either protein alone, suggesting that FLX4 and FLX
may form an activation module in the FRI-C. Although
both FLX4 and FLX contribute to transcription activa-
tion, they likely have distinct activities. Both fIx4 and flx
mutants show an early-flowering phenotype similar to
fri mutants; thus, neither protein alone is insufficient to
produce a fully functional FRI-C. It is possible that, in
planta, neither FLX4 nor FLX have sufficient activation
potential alone to up-regulate FLC expression. Alter-
natively, the physical interaction between FLX4 and
FLX may be important for their association with FRI
and/or assembly of the FRI-C.

Another interesting finding is that many components
of the FRI-C promote FLC expression in the absence of
FRI. The FRI-C likely evolved in winter-annual Arabi-
dopsis to up-regulate FLC and inhibit flowering prior to
winter. Rapid-cycling strains, such as Col-0, contain
naturally occurring null alleles of fri, which strongly
reduces FLC expression and allows for early flowering.
One unanswered question regarding rapid-cycling
Arabidopsis, however, is whether the loss of FRI com-
pletely eliminates function of the FRI-C or whether the
remaining components retain any residual activity in
the absence of FRI. Interestingly, flx4, flx, fes1, and suf4
mutants in Col-0 all showed significant decreases in FLC
expression, suggesting that the FRI-C does retain some
ability to up-regulate FLC without FRI. Thus, these
remaining FRI-C components may play a role in setting
basal levels of FLC expression in rapid-cycling Arabi-
dopsis. The decreased FLC expression in flx4, flx, fes1,
and suf4 mutants is associated with lower levels of ac-
tivating H3K4me3 and H3K36me3, whereas repressive
H3K27me3 was relatively unchanged. This suggests
that FLX4, FLX, FES1, and SUF4 promote basal levels of
FLC expression by promoting activating histone modi-
fications rather than by reducing repressive ones. The
mechanism by which these proteins promote H3K4me3
and H3K36me3 at FLC, however, is unclear. Given that
FLX4,FLX, FES1, and SUF4 are not predicted to possess
histone-modifying activities, the mechanism is likely to
be indirect, possibly by recruiting histone modifiers.

The evolution of rapid-cycling Arabidopsis from
winter annuals suggests that the FRI-independent roles
of FRI-C components may be important. Despite the fact
that loss-of-function mutations in FRI, FLX4,FLX, FES]1,
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FRL1, or SUF4 produce similar rapid-flowering phe-
notypes, the analysis of a large number of naturally
occurring accessions has shown that the vast majority of
rapid-cycling accessions evolved from winter annuals
through loss-of-function mutations in FRI (Johanson
et al., 2000). This suggests that there may be selective
pressure to retain the activity of the other components of
the FRI-C, possibly to maintain low levels of basal FLC
expression. It is interesting to note that although flix4, flx,
fes1, and suf4 mutants have lower levels of FLC expres-
sion in Col-0, flowering time is not dramatically affected
under our laboratory conditions. It is possible that the
fine-tuning of FLC expression in the absence of FRI may
be important for reasons other than, or in addition to,
flowering-time regulation. FLC has also been implicated
in circadian rhythms and germination (Salathia et al.,
2006; Chiang et al., 2009); thus, it is possible that basal
levels of FLC expression, maintained by FLX4, FLX,
FES1, FRL1, and SUF4, are important for the proper
regulation of these processes.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Plant Material and Growth Conditions

FRI-Col (Lee et al., 1994), frl1-1 (Michaels et al., 2004), fes1-3 (Schmitz et al.,
2005), flx-2 (Choi et al., 2011), suf4-2 (Kim and Michaels, 2006), and autonomous
pathway mutants (Veley and Michaels, 2008) have been described previously.
Plants were grown in controlled growth rooms under cool-white fluorescent
light (approximately 120 sumol m™ sec™) either under long days (16-h light/8-h
dark) or short days (8-h light/16-h dark). T-DNA mutagenized populations
have been described (Michaels and Amasino, 1999).

Gene Expression and Chromatin
Immunoprecipitation Analysis

Total RNA was isolated using the Spectrum Plant Total RNA Kit (Sigma).
cDNA was synthesized from 5 ug total RNA using an oligo(dT) primer as de-
scribed previously (Michaels et al., 2004). qRT-PCR was performed using the
Platinum SYBR Green qPCR SuperMix-UDG Kit (Invitrogen) as described by
the manufacturer. Primers for FLC and ACTIN2 (ACT2) have been reported
previously (Yu and Michaels, 2010). Microarray experiments, including growth
conditions, were conducted as previously described (Veley and Michaels, 2008).
Briefly, plants were grown until the 10-leaf stage, at which point the above-
ground portions were harvested and RNA was extracted. Because of differences
in flowering time, plants were grown under short days to ensure that all plants
remained in the vegetative stage of development at the time of harvest. For each
genotype, RNA from four biological replicates was used to prepare labeled
complementary RNA, which was hybridized to Affymetrix GeneChip Arabi-
dopsis (Arabidopsis thaliana) ATH1 genome arrays. Chromatin immunoprecip-
itation experiments were performed as reported previously (Yu and Michaels,
2010). Antibodies used are anti-H3K4me3 (Millipore, 17-614), H3K36me3 (Abcam,
ab9050), and anti-H3K27me3 (Millipore, 07-449).

Bimolecular Fluorescence Complementation

Proteins of interest were fused to the C-terminal or N-terminal portions of YFP
as described previously (Walter et al., 2004). Pairs of constructs, or a construct
and corresponding control plasmid, were cotransformed into Arabidopsis me-
sophyll protoplasts as described (Yoo et al., 2007). Transfected protoplasts were
incubated overnight at room temperature and imaged using a Leica SP5 confocal
microscope.

Y2H and Transcription Activation Assays
For most Y2H assays, the bait constructs were fused to the Gal4 DNA-binding

domain in pBridge (Figs. 4A and 5A; Supplemental Fig. S4) or pGBKT? (Fig. 5D), and
the Gal4 activation domain was fused to prey construct using pPGADT? (Figs. 4A and
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5, A and D; Supplemental Fig. S4; Clontech). Experiments testing interactions be-
tween FLX family proteins (Supplemental Fig. S3) were performed using pDEST22
and pDEST32 (Invitrogen). For activation assays, FLX4 and FLX were expressed from
pBridge with or without fusion to the DNA-binding domain, respectively.

Co-immunoprecipitation

FLX4 and FLX4-3 were fused with a 3XHA tag, and FRI and FLX were fused
with a 5XMyc tag and cloned into pTA7002 (Aoyama and Chua, 1997). Con-
structs were transformed into Agrobacterium tumefaciens strain GV3101, and
paired constructs were cotransformed into tobacco (Nicotiana tabacum) leaves.
Forty-eight hours after infiltration, protein expression was induced by spraying
with 50 um dexamethasone and proteins were extracted 8 h after induction.
Protein extraction, immunoprecipitation, and immunoblotting were performed
as described (Shao et al., 2003; DeYoung et al., 2012)

Constructs

For complementation, an FLX4 genomic fragment containing 1,921 bp up-
stream of the start codon and 679 bp downstream of the stop codon was cloned
into the binary vector pPZP211 (Hajdukiewicz et al., 1994). For cDNA expres-
sion using the native promoter, the 1,921-bp upstream fragment was used to
drive expression of the FLX4 cDNA. The 355::FLX4 construct was made by
cloning the genomic coding region of FLX4 into pPZPY112 (Yamamoto et al.,
1998). 355::FLX4::RD was created by ligating the FLX4 cDNA into pPZPY112RD, a
vector created by inserting the RD motif into pPZPY112.

Sequence data from this article can be found in the GenBank/EMBL data
libraries under accession numbers FLX, At2g30120; FLX4, At5g61920; FCA,
At4g16280; FLD, At3g10390; FLK, At3g04610; FPA, At2g43410; FVE, At2g19520;
FY, At5g13480; LUMINIDEPENDENS, At4g02560; FRI, At4g00650; GIGANTEA,
AT1G22770; CONSTANS, At5g15840; FLC, At5g10140; UBIQUITIN, At4g05320;
ACT2, At3g18780; HFR1, At1g02340; FRL1, At5g16320; FES1, At2g33835; and
SUF4, At1g30970.

Supplemental Data

The following materials are available in the online version of this article.

Supplemental Figure S1. FLX4 and related proteins contain putative
leucine zipper domains.

Supplemental Figure S2. FLX4 promotes FLC expression and activating
histone modifications at the FLC locus.

Supplemental Figure S3. FLX4 interacts with FLX but not other FLX-
related proteins in Y2H analysis.

Supplemental Figure S4. FLX4 does not interact with FRL1, FES1, or SUF4
in Y2H analysis.

Supplemental Figure S5. FLX4, FLX, FES1, and SUF4 promote activating
histone modifications at the FLC locus.

Supplemental Table S1. Microarray analysis of flx4 mutants.
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